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            YOU KNOW HOW SOMETIMES YOU DREAM ABOUT SOMEONE ELSE,

          

        

      

    

    
      but you know it’s really you? Like you see a girl going into the wrong door and you shout at her, “No, there are monsters there!” But she doesn’t listen, and you are the one who gets eaten by the monsters. In your dreams, of course. Or else you dream about yourself, but it’s really someone else?

      Just so, I dreamed I couldn’t move my legs. I started to panic, but I told my sleeping self that I was simply re-visualizing the paralyzed heroine of my current work in progress, the young girl in a wheelchair, Hetty. She was desperate to get out of whatever room she was in. Even knowing that she was a figment of my imagination, that I’d written her into that small, cold room, I felt trapped. Doubly trapped, because I couldn’t get out of the dream, either. I started to panic.

      No, stay calm, I told myself mid-dream. Look around. Find the door.

      There was no door. No windows, either, just rough wood plank walls with a bare lightbulb shining overhead. Where the hell was my wheelchair? I pulled myself over to the wall so I could lean against it, panting with the effort. I could feel my sides heaving, dampness on my skin. Why couldn’t I get out?

      A noise. The monster was coming!

      Wake up, Hetty, I tried to scream. As if I could warn my sleeping self or my character or my alter ego. There are no monsters!

      Oh, yes, there are, she/I shrieked back.

      

      
        
        Turn to the back of this book for a preview of the next novel in the Willow Tate series, Fire Works in the Hamptons.
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      The gates between the worlds were closed forever. Except for the time a desperate troll broke the rules, and when a megalomaniac tried to conquer both universes, and when a half-breed boy was returned to his rightful place.

      Who knew what else crossed the lines while the barriers were down.
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      A waiter on his way home from work flipped his Nissan on Montauk Highway to avoid a deer. Only it wasn’t a deer, he swore after he passed the alcohol test, but a white horse that disappeared in front of his car. Shock, the EMTs said when he went delirious on the way to the hospital, and bad driving.

      A bunch of kids at a beach party in Amagansett trampled each other when three white horses trampled their driftwood campfire and vanished into the surf. Mass hysteria, the police said, and bad weed.

      Three fishermen driving out to Montauk before dawn saw three white shapes flickering in and out of sight. They pulled over to argue about what they’d seen and beat each other bloody. Beer for breakfast, everyone said, and bad blood.

      The trouble did not end there. Tempers flared all over Long Island’s East End and the fabled Hamptons, especially in little Paumanok Harbor, the site of the recent weirdness. Nestled on the northern, bay side of the South Fork, east of East Hampton, Paumanok Harbor was mostly ignored by the press and the police, more so since the recent weirdness.

      No one nearby could sleep at night, troubled by horrible, sweat-inducing, throat-closing, ripping-the-sheets dreams, and not just because the economy was in the toilet and summer rentals were way down. The Season had arrived; the rich tourists had not. Which meant restaurants stayed empty, boats stayed at their moorings, farm stands and art galleries stayed full of unsold merchandise, and the locals stayed cranky. Fistfights broke out all over town, plus divorces, lawsuits, road rage, spite fences, and nasty letters to the editor. Meanness clung to the little village like a cold, damp fog.

      I couldn’t sleep either, so I was just as bitchy as everyone else in the Harbor. Maybe more so, because I didn’t want to be here in the first place. I should be back in Manhattan, writing and illustrating my latest Willy Tate graphic novel in my cozy East Side apartment. I should be going to free concerts in Central Park, gallery openings, sample sales, and art movies. Instead, I was in a backwoods fishing village that didn’t even have a movie theater of its own. It did have a bowling alley, though. Oh, boy.

      Someone had to look after the dogs, my mother said. She rescued abandoned animals from shelters, then kept the ones she couldn’t find homes for. Right now she was in Florida, not trying to reconcile with my father the way I hoped she would after his heart surgery, but crusading against greyhound racing. So I was elected to watch over a pack of ancient mutts no one wanted, the snippy three- legged Pomeranian I’d kind of adopted, and Grandma Eve, whom no one wanted either, but that was another story.

      According to my doting mother, I could scribble and doodle just as easily in the country as in the city. Scribble and doodle? I’d been supporting myself for years with my books, and was damned proud of them. I got great reviews, even awards. I had long lines at my book signings, and almost more fan email than I had time to answer. I wanted to tell my mother I was saving kids from video games and illiteracy while she was out saving canines, but I’m a grown woman, just turned thirty-five, and I didn’t need my mother’s respect. Sure.

      Besides, I liked dogs better than kids, too, which was half the problem. Mom didn’t want a shelf full of books; she wanted grandkids.

      On the other hand, my mother and her nagging were in Florida, and New York City wasn’t at its best in the heat of summer. The air was unbreathable, the park was crowded, the galleries were elitist, the movies pretentious, the sale prices still exorbitant, and everyone who could leave for long weekends did. So I wasn’t altogether unhappy to be spending a month or so minutes from a secluded beach, in a comfortable old house down a private farm road, but don’t tell my mother.

      Even the little village had its own kind of charm, once you got over the fact that the librarian knew what book you wanted to read before you asked, the harbormaster predicted the weather better than NOAA, the town clerk was ninety-five percent accurate about the sex of an unborn baby, and the police chief always found your lost keys. Oh, and a bunch of the natives could tell truth from lies, and another bunch spoke to friends around the world, living or dead, without telephones or knowing the language. And my grandmother was a witch.

      You get used to it.

      You don’t get used to the bad dreams.

      My cousin Susan did not seem to be affected. “You’re not grouchy because you’re sleep deprived,” she announced over lunch of lobster-com salad. “You’re sex deprived, that’s what you are. And you look like shit.”

      Eight years younger than me, Susan was a pain in the ass as a kid and still had a bratty streak about her that everyone tolerated because she’d had cancer. She also had a promiscuous streak that her parents could not tolerate, so she spent a lot of time at my house. Not that she spent the time with me. She brought home a steady stream of surfer dudes and haul-seiners and laid-off stockbrokers when she got off work as the chef at Uncle Bernie’s restaurant. I put up with it because she was my cousin. And her cooking was spectacular.

      “I’ve been having nightmares, that’s all. Some of us can go a month without a man, you know.” That’s how long it had been, not that it was any of Susan’s business. “You ought to try it.”

      “Why? I’m having a hell of a lot more fun than you.”

      Judging from her radiant good looks, with a hint of freckles across her nose and not a shadow under her eyes, I couldn’t disagree. I kept my mouth shut, except for another mouthful of the herb-seasoned salad.

      Susan licked mayonnaise off her fingers and grinned. That was another thing about Susan: she never got fat, no matter what she ate. Sometimes I hated her. “Don’t the bad dreams bother you?”

      “After having cancer, surgery, chemo, and radiation, to say nothing of having my hair fall out, you think a little anxiety is going to keep me awake?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Damn right. Besides, I don’t sleep much at night, you know.”

      She got off work about eleven, then went drinking or dancing until the bars closed, and spent the rest of the night with whatever lucky guy she’d found. Sometimes the same one for a whole week. “I know. You make more noise than a rhinoceros stamping out a fire.”

      She grinned again. “That’s the loose headboard in the guest room. I’ve been meaning to tighten the screws before the whole thing collapses.”

      I didn’t want to think about Susan’s guests or screws or how she was daring me to loosen up. I guess being so close to her own mortality gave her the right to be reckless. Kind of like self-affirmation. I had nothing to prove. And I wasn’t her keeper, no matter how my mother, my aunt, and my grandmother always expected me to look after her just because I was older.

      “Have you ever seen the horses?” By now, everyone agreed that three white horses, mares, someone said, had taken to flickering in and out of sight around Paumanok Harbor in the dark. The nightmares started at the same time.

      “No, but a lot of the locals have seen them. None of the tourists or summer people do, which is even freakier.”

      Not really, if you accept that anyone born in Paumanok Harbor, or related to someone who was, or who’d attended a certain college in England, had eccentricity in their genes. An odd kick to the gallop, in equine terms. Talented, sensitive, gifted with extrasensory perceptions in pseudo-scientific lingo. Nut jobs, in other words. I hadn’t decided what I thought. Or where I fit in.

      Susan had it all figured out. “So what are you going to do about it?”

      “Me?”

      “Of course you, dummy. Who else can save the town?”

      “Me?” I choked on a piece of celery in the salad. Susan hit me on the back, far harder than needed. “You’ve been watching too much TV,” I told her. “This isn’t save the cheerleader, save the world crap. I’m no hero.”

      Susan took away the plates and brought out a piece of the molten chocolate cake that was on every restaurant’s menu these days. And on my hips, thighs, and butt. I groaned.

      Susan mistook my whimper. “I didn’t think so either, but you’re all we have.”

      “I can’t even sleep at night. What do you think I can do about some phantom horses?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not me. The whole town thinks you’ll fix things. They’re just wishing you’d get on with it already.”

      “Get on with what? I don’t know anything about wild horses and mind games.”

      “You got rid of the troll, didn’t you? Of course you brought the troll here, so it was only right.”

      “I didn’t bring—”

      “And you rescued the missing kid and got that bastard Borsack fried before he could hurt anyone else. That was cool. And brave.”

      Someone with an eyebrow ring thought I was cool? I sat up straighter. But brave? “I was so scared I almost peed my pants. Just thinking about that night still gives me chills. We could all have been killed then. The storm, the lightning, the guns and bombs.”

      I shook off the tremors before Susan ate the whole cake. I waved my fork at her before stabbing a big chunk. “You’re as crazy as the rest of the kooks in this town. I’m not brave, and I can’t do anything about some wild horses except pull the covers over my head.”

      “Mm.” She licked her fork. “So why do you think you’re here?”

      I looked around my mother’s kitchen, at the old dogs sprawled on the terra cotta tiles to keep cool, at Little Red back to sleep in my lap after I told him chocolate wasn’t good for Pomeranians. Then I looked out the window to my grandmother’s herb farm, where the old bat was watering some new sprouts in pots, likely with eye of newt and dragon’s tears.

      “I’m here to take care of the dogs and make sure Grandma Eve doesn’t poison anyone.”

      Susan took the last piece of cake before I could get my fork on it. “You’re dumber than I thought if you believe that.”

      “Yeah, I know Grandma Eve’s a world-renowned herbalist, but the woman still scares me.” A lot of things scared me, to be absolutely truthful. This whole conversation was turning my stomach.

      “Not Grandma. The crap about staying here to watch the dogs. Do they look like they’re going to run away or attack the mailman?”

      They were snoring, all of them.

      Susan went on: “Anyone could come in to feed them and put them out in their pens. I offered. So did my mother, now that school is out. Un-uh. It had to be you. You’re here to save the town and the horses, Willy. And you need to start soon before more trouble breaks out. I hear Mrs. Terwilliger bought herself a pistol.”

      “The librarian?”

      “Don’t be late bringing those books back.”

      “But I don’t—I can’t—”

      She got up and took the plate to the sink. “You will. You’re the hero.”

      Me?
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      I am not brave. Everyone knows that. My mother thinks it’s because my father spoiled me, not making me face my fears. My father thinks I can walk on water; my mother thinks I’ll sink like a lead weight every time. I know I can swim. If the surf isn’t too rough and there are no jellyfish in the water.

      Snakes, thunder, dark alleys, driving in snow, Grandma Eve, taxi drivers with eye patches, choking on a chicken bone when no one is around, doing something stupid when everyone is around, loving the wrong man, not being loved by the right man, plane rides—I could go on and on, with what I’m afraid of. Most times I rise above it. I’ve been on planes, thanks to modem pharmaceuticals. I’m not afraid to leave my house, or my apartment, though I have to admit I’m happiest there. Spiders are okay as long as they are not big and hairy and in my bathtub. Superstitions, black cats, ladders, and stuff don’t bother me at all. Not after spending most summers of my life in Paumanok Harbor. I might not be as comfortable among strangers or crowds as Susan—hell, she’d talk to anyone, then bring him home for drinks or more. I spoke in public at the last graphic books convention, even if I did puke afterward.

      I do what I have to do, like it or not. Like now, I had to call Agent Thaddeus Grant of the Department of Unexplained Events, and I really, really did not want to.

      Not that I had a choice. Save the town? How about if I spun straw into gold? But let people, my friends and neighbors and relatives, start using each other for target practice?

      If they all believed I was what they needed, it sure as hell wasn’t because of my books or because I had some magnificent talent for manipulating the forces of another dimension, the ether world, magic. Call it what you will, I didn’t have it. What I had was connections. Important connections to the Royce-Harmon Institute for Psionic Research, the geniuses who understood paranormal woo-woo. Cripes, they might have invented it, they went so far back in time. DUE was their international investigation and action arm; Grant was one of their agents. Think 007 with ESP.

      Grant was also my lover, my almost-fiancé. He was a hero and a TD&H stud and a master of so many talents—normal and para—that he kept my head spinning. Even though he swore he wasn’t a telepath, sometimes I thought he was in my mind, he was so good at knowing what I wanted and when. He was gorgeous and rich and smart and kind, and I was afraid to call him.

      I wasn’t afraid of him. Hell, no. He was kind and caring, a real gentleman. Little Red, who snarled at everyone, including me, liked him. So did Grandma Eve. I am positive Grant would never hurt anyone who didn’t threaten the universe. I worried about that for a minute, but no, he was in England after all, far away. And he loved me. Even if I…

      I wouldn’t think about that.

      I’d make the call. Right after I had a snack.

      Little Red and I went into the kitchen and filled a dish with coffee ice cream. Red got to lick the spoon. I poured a tiny bit of Kahlua over the ice cream, just for the taste. And the courage.

      I told myself I wasn’t really afraid of Grant, except for the damage he could do to my heart and my head. I loved him, unless that was just infatuation because he was nearly a god and a great lover. That was over a month ago, and you know what they say about absence. It makes the heart grow fonder. They also say out of sight, out of mind.

      Thaddeus Grant was out of sight, but he’d taken up permanent residence in my thoughts. My heart, though, shook in its boots. He’d kind of proposed, and I’d kind of accepted in the heat of the moment. Now I felt a definite cold shiver down my spine at the thought of marrying a man I’d known for less than a month. Especially a man already bigger than life.

      We spoke less often than we did when he first left America, but now we email every day. Somehow the distance seemed longer, and he’s more impatient for me to come to England, to meet his family, to see how he lives.

      I kept putting it off. I was writing. My mother needed me here. I couldn’t find anyone to leave Little Red with. I actually admitted how much I hated the idea of flying. Mostly, truthfully, I did not want to meet his parents. His father was a frigging earl! They knew the Queen! They lived in an ancient palace! Anyone who’s ever read a Regency romance knows what that means. Pride and prejudice, pomp and privilege, along with vast fortunes, hordes of servants, and a hundred pieces of silverware on the table. Yeah, I’d fit right in.

      Grant said we didn’t have to spend all our time in England. They were setting up a branch of the Royce Institute here in Paumanok Harbor, so he could use Long Island as an alternate base. He flew all over the world and I could go with him, he promised. As if constant air trips were a selling point. Or as if I could write in a plane, a hotel, or a palace.

      No matter what he did now, where he lived, how far he traveled, he’d be the Earl of Grantham someday. I’d be a countess, taking tea with royalty.

      I could talk about my writing. What my own family called comic books. Or how I put myself through college working at my grandmother’s farm stand. Maybe they needed tips on picking a melon. And I could wear my denim cutoffs and flip-flops under the ermine—or was that for dukes?—and tiara.

      Grant said they’d love me, because he did. Besides, we were meant for each other. He was the only one who could translate the tender inscription on my pendant, wasn’t he, the one made from my mother’s heirloom wedding band? What he meant was that the matchmakers at Royce decided we were genetically compatible, which I resented. Oh, boy, did I resent that. No one was going to pick a husband for me, no matter how brilliant and talented our children might turn out. Look what such a preordained coupling did for my parents, not that I am complaining about being born, but they’ve been divorced for almost as long as they were married. Besides, what if he only loved me because someone said he should? How could I know?

      It wasn’t going to work, Grant and me. The distance, the lifestyles, the way I’d be doing most of the compromising. I touched the pendant. I and thou, one forever. That’s what it said in an ancient mind-speaking language I could not imagine or comprehend. Like I could never imagine a happily ever after for the two of us. I had a great imagination, but I’m only human. I wasn’t sure about Grant.

      That’s why I was afraid to make the call. I had to ask the most wonderful man I’d ever met to come help this poor, plague-ridden little village. And tell him I couldn’t marry him.

      I poured a little more Kahlua over my melting ice cream.

      I got his voice mail. What I had to say couldn’t be left on a machine, so I just asked him to call me back as soon as he could.

      Reprieved for now, thank goodness. I could wring my hands, go for a walk, or get some work done. I chose to lose myself in the book I was writing, usually the perfect escape from reality for me. I hadn’t done much on the story since the nightmares began, so I had to reread it from the beginning.

      I’d decided to write about a teenaged girl this time. Girls read more than boys, and they deserved the kind of heroic adventure I tried to write and illustrate. There’d be a boy later, but as a partner, not any knight in shining armor come to rescue the helpless maiden. No, my heroine was going to be a kick-ass kid, doing battle with evil. The problem was, according to my outline, she was in a wheelchair and she needed a magical flying steed. A white magical flying steed. Holy shit.

      I went back to the kitchen. Instead of a little Kahlua with my ice cream, I served up a little ice cream with my Kahlua. I didn’t usually drink, but desperate times called for dire measures. And this was medicinal. Heaven knew, I needed a shot of something. I looked at the drawings I’d done. I looked at the ringing phone. I didn’t usually pray either, but this seemed like a good time to start.

      “Hello, sweetheart,” he said. I could hear the smile in his voice.

      “I didn’t do it!”

      “You didn’t make the plane reservation yet?”

      I had reservations, all right, but I had bigger problems now.

      “My mother would like to throw us an engagement party. I’d like you to pick out rings with me, too.”

      I chickened out on the ideal opportunity. “I can’t come right now. We have a problem here in the Harbor.”

      He didn’t say anything, but I heard the frustration in his silence. I quickly launched into an explanation about the horses, and the bad dreams, the mayhem and Susan’s expectations, without mentioning my link, however tenuous, to any fantastical white horses.

      “Yes, we’ve been getting reports about them and their effect. Some of our research associates are quite excited.”

      “And you didn’t call me?”

      “I’ve been a tad busy here, darling. A few other, um, oddities have been spotted here and there. We’ve managed to convince the gremlins to find their way back, but the yeti appears too stupid to find the portal.”

      “Can you come help?”

      “Sorry, Willy. I’m needed here. I’ve acquired a bit more of the Unity language, so I cannot be spared. Further, since I was involved in at least one of the events that permitted the, uh, aberrations to get through, I feel responsible to get them gone.”

      “But what are we going to do here?” I hoped he didn’t hear the desperation in my voice. Or the disappointment. What kind of hero refuses to ride to the rescue?

      “You needn’t do anything. Now that the horses are in Paumanok Harbor, with all its ambient power, they’ll be able to find their way back. Horses do that, you know, return to their barns whenever they can.”

      I didn’t know anything about horses. I was doing research online. Lord knew I wasn’t going near Mrs. Terwilliger at the library. “What about the nightmares?”

      “They’ll end as soon as the horses are gone.”

      “How the devil can you know?” I realized I snapped at him, which was better than whining, I guess, but he was so calm, when I was the one with no sleep and a guilty conscience. Besides, he was supposed to handle these Unexplained Events, not me. I never claimed to be a kick-ass heroine. I could hardly get my leg higher than a kneecap.

      He explained how the Institute’s archives had copies of every ancient reference to eldritch lore they could locate, from when magic and men lived in harmony. Some were in cuneiform, some hieroglyphs, petroglyphs, or cave paintings. They had scraps of every ancient or dead language, some translated by Grant’s own father, a master linguistics expert before he had to retire to be earl. One told a fable, as far as anyone could determine, of magnificent creatures that gleamed with moonlight and brought great happiness to the spirits of men.

      “They are bringing mayhem. Chaos and violence and bitter anger.”

      “We think the horses are mood projectors. The source of our word ‘nightmares.’ If they are troubled, as yours must be, lost and far from home and their herd, then they will project distress. People react badly to terror and the unknown.”

      Yeah, they ate ice cream and drank. “How come people can see them if they’re from another world? No one but me could see the troll. They saw trolleys and trains and troopers. By the ancient rules, you said.”

      “People see them because we have horses of our own. Our minds have to put labels on things. Horses are easy. They’ll be gone soon.” Grant sounded so certain, I started to relax, until he added that until then we should add more patrols to the police force and extra operators on the suicide hotlines.

      “Suicide?” God, I hadn’t thought of that. Not for me, of course, but for some poor soul who didn’t realize the frigging horses were causing such despair.

      “We really need you here, Grant. You can talk to them.”

      “People contemplating suicide? That’s not my field.”

      “No, the horses. You can help them find a way back to their home world.”

      “I’m sorry, Willy. I just can’t get away now. You know I would if I could. I miss you.”

      “And I you.” I figured I’d sleep a lot better with some therapeutic sex, like Susan did.

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be over soon and things will be back to normal.”

      Or as normal as they got in Paumanok Harbor. “I hope so.”

      “And when everything is settled here too I’ll come visit, shall I? I need to confer again with Martha about Royce’s plans for purchasing the Rosehill property.”

      “That would be wonderful.” So did not having to tell him by phone that the would-be engagement wouldn’t happen.

      “And when I leave, I’ll drag you back with me so Mother can introduce you around and you two can start planning the wedding.”

      Did suicide hurt?
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      Dumbass chickenshit. That’s what I called myself. Stupid, mean, and immoral, too. Not just because I hadn’t confessed to Grant that I was not going to marry him. I hadn’t lied. I did miss him. I did love him, sort of. I just couldn’t live my life living his life.

      That wasn’t the dumb part. What really pissed me off was expecting him to come rescue me and then being disappointed when he wouldn’t. What was I, some wimpy Wanda who needed a man to change the tires and carry out the garbage? A spineless Sadie whose security blanket had a hairy chest? A nervous Nelly who—

      I was not. I am not. I helped a troll. I saved a lost kid. Not by myself, of course, but I got it done. I am Willow Tate. Hear me roar.

      If the town thought I could handle the spectral horses and their side effects, and Susan and Grant thought so, too, then handle them I would. Especially now that I knew the whole mishmash would end soon.

      So I went into town and spread the word at Jane’s Beauty Salon, the post office, the deli, the garage, and the one-room police station at Town Hall. Which meant the entire village would hear the news within the hour. The horses were lost but on their way home, I told everyone. They were broadcasting their own emotional distress, that was all. Nothing to worry about, nothing to stay up nights over. We needed to take a few extra precautions for a couple of days; maybe some sleeping pills—but not too many!

      Some people looked relieved. Some appeared skeptical.

      “How do you know, Willy?” Walter at the drugstore asked when I picked up The Times.

      Because I was smart and clever and the town’s resident rescuer? No, damn it. “Because Grant told me. They researched it at the Institute.”

      “Oh, that’s okay, then.”

      By the time I picked up pizza for dinner, people were smiling again. I even saw a Mercedes yield to a pedestrian at an intersection.

      All was right with the world. I walked the dogs before sunset when we had the beach to ourselves as far as the eye could see: my favorite time, my favorite place. The old boys kind of ambled along while Red hopped around in circles until he exhausted himself and had to be carried home. On the way I stopped in at Grandma Eve’s like the perfect granddaughter I was, and because I knew she’d been making strawberry jam that afternoon.

      She handed me two jars and a jab. “What are you going to do about this horror?” Talk about sweet and sour.

      “I told you, Grant thinks the horses will disappear in a few days.”

      “Of course they will. And then we will all forget about them as if they never existed, until next time. I am referring to your cousin.”

      “Susan? What, did she steal some of your herbs for the restaurant’s special tonight?”

      “Do not be flippant, missy.”

      I didn’t have long enough hair to be flippant.

      Grandma Eve pursed her thin lips. You wouldn’t know her age so well without the lines around her mouth. She was trim and fit, and dressed in denim and beads like an old hippie with a tan from working in the fields of her herb, vegetable, and flower farm. “I mean the men. She is getting a bad reputation in town. If she is not getting some disgusting disease.”

      “I haven’t been her babysitter since I was seventeen. We both hated it then. I cannot tell Susan what to do now.”

      “Of course you can. That’s what families are for.”

      To be nags and tyrants? Grandma seemed to think so. I juggled the jam jars in my arms, so I could pick up Little Red again.

      Grandma wasn’t finished. “Furthermore, you just told half the town to take sleeping pills. I do not believe in them, you know.”

      Or doctors or vitamins or shrinks. Which was maybe why my whole family was so messed up. I hoped Grandma Eve wasn’t feeding Susan some witches’ brew as a contraceptive. My grandmother knew every herbal cure known to man, and more she’d invented herself. She hadn’t cured anything yet, not that I’d heard. Oh, but she did read tea leaves.

      “I don’t see why Susan stopped seeing that lovely boy she met during her treatments.”

      “Toby was an investment banker. He lost his job and moved in with his brother in North Carolina.”

      “Then she should find a nice young man like you did and settle down.”

      I couldn’t tell her about unsettling the nice young man, not until I told him. “Come on, Red, it’s time to go”

      “You’ll talk to her.” That wasn’t a question, but a demand.

      I nodded. Soothe the town, shape up the cousin, screw up my future. Oh, yeah. Hear me whimper.

      I made myself another ice cream with Kahlua. This time I left out the ice cream.
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        * * *

      

      I went to bed early, with a headache. That’s why I don’t drink. I vowed not to do it again. I also vowed to call Grant in the morning, so he could cancel his mother’s engagement party for us before she ordered the champagne and hors d’oeuvres. Waiting until he got to New York, whenever that might be, was cruel and rude. He deserved better than that. I’d sleep better at night, once the horses left, knowing I’d done The Right Thing.

      Susan wasn’t home yet, but I decided to speak to her as soon as I threw out her latest bar friend when they came in and woke me up with the bouncing headboard. If she didn’t show a little moderation, I’d throw her out next. I’d say it was on Grandma’s orders. I needed my z’s, damn it.

      All resolved in my aching head, I fell asleep surprisingly easy. Then I started to dream.

      You know how sometimes you dream about someone else, but you know it’s really you? Like you see a girl going into the wrong door and you shout at her “No, there are monsters there!” but she doesn’t listen, and you are the one who gets eaten by the monsters. In your dreams, of course. Or else you dream about yourself, but it’s really someone else? Like if I dreamed I slept with a different man every week, when I knew that was Susan flitting like a honeybee.

      Just so, I dreamed I couldn’t move my legs. I started to panic, but I told my sleeping self that I was simply re- visualizing the paralyzed heroine of my current work in progress, the young girl in a wheelchair, Hetty. She was desperate to get out of whatever room she was in. Even knowing that she was a figment of my imagination, that I’d written her into that small, cold room, I felt trapped. Doubly trapped, because I couldn’t get out of the dream either. I started to panic.

      No, stay calm, I told myself mid-dream. Look around. Find the door.

      There was no door. No windows either, just rough wood plank walls with a bare light bulb shining overhead. Where the hell was my wheelchair? My pretty room with the ruffled bedspread and curtains? My computer and iPad, so I could call for help? I pulled myself over to the wall so I could lean against it, panting with the effort. I could feel my sides heaving, dampness on my skin. Why couldn’t I get out?

      A noise. The monster was coming!

      Wake up, Hetty, I tried to scream. As if I could warn my sleeping self or my character or my alter ego. There are no monsters!

      Oh, yes, there are, she/I shrieked back. Somehow I knew it was a man, bearded, smelly, in dirty clothes. He’d come a couple of times, tossing me food that I didn’t like, that made me ill. I don’t know how I knew about the man or the food, because the other part of me, the one looking on, realized I hadn’t written this scene.

      No matter, I could overpower him, surprise him with my strength.

      I had no strength. I could not stand.

      Then I could trip him, hit him over the head with my two fists. Gouge at his eyes, bite his nose. Kick him in the balls. I took a self-defense course once.

      You only went three times.

      So what? I took a year of karate in college. This is my dream. Fight!

      I can’t! I can’t!

      You have to. Everyone depends on you.

      Mama!

      I was calling for my mother in my dream? Wow, speak about nightmares, that was the worst.

      Bad enough to wake me up. Or else Little Red’s barking had done it. Susan must have come in, or maybe I’d shouted out loud, frightening the dog. I’d rather that, than having my cousin hear me yawp like a baby. What kind of village heroine calls for her mother in the night?

      I untangled myself from the stranglehold of the sheets, turned on the bedside lamp, blew my nose, and petted Little Red until he was convinced we weren’t under attack. I could still feel the adrenaline rush through my body, speeding my pulse rate, until the noise was so loud I couldn’t tell if that was my heartbeat or Susan’s headboard. I got up, went into the bathroom to pee and get a drink of water. I couldn’t face Susan and her guest, not tonight.

      I went back to bed, pulling Little Red closer for comfort. His and mine. “I’ll get her out of the box,” I reassured both of us. “Without her mother.”

      I made some notes on the pad that was always by my bed, then turned off the light again. I figured I was safe from more nightmares, so I turned on my side and pulled the sheet and the one light blanket up to my ear.

      “Good night, Red.”

      The clock dial said 2:15. The dog was snoring.

      3:26. Susan was taking a shower.

      4:01.I was going to kill someone. Maybe the clock. I threw an extra pillow at it, knocking it to the floor. One of the old dogs downstairs growled in a halfhearted, sleepy way, as if the second floor wasn’t really his territory to guard. The steps were too rough on his arthritic joints. I was being protected by a six-pound Pomeranian with three legs, all of them in the air now as he slept.

      I fell asleep, too, finally. And fell right back into that cold narrow room without furniture. I was terrified.

      The monster is coming.

      It’s only a man. If I talk to him, maybe he’ll let us go. I figured he’d send a ransom note. Hetty’s parents were rich. They hadn’t been in my preliminary notes, but they sure as hell were going to be. My books were supposed to entertain kids, not terrorize them.

      Then I heard footsteps. And singing. “On the Road Again.” Don’t let it be Willie Nelson, I begged. That would be too weird, even for a nightmare.

      Hetty whimpered.

      I looked around for a weapon, for anything I could use on the kidnapper. The bare bulb showed every corner of the wooden room. It must be a closet, I thought. No, the ground beneath me was cold, like packed dirt. Maybe I was in a tool shed that had electricity.

      But no tools were in sight, nothing but some straw on the ground. That made no sense, but dreams didn’t have to follow any kind of logic, not like a book. So I decided I’d gather handfuls of straw, throw it at his eyes when he came in. I’d be able to see where the door was and make a dash for it.

      With no wheelchair and no feeling in my legs.

      Okay, I’d throw the straw in his eyes, grab him at the knees, topple him over, and stuff straw down his throat until he went unconscious. Hey, I was a writer. I could come up with a hundred ways to foil a villain.

      Monster’s too big.

      Come on, Hetty, work with me. I felt stupid arguing with one of my characters, who might or might not be myself working through a Freudian-based Electra complex. I did not like this dream any more than poor Hetty did. The longer we played Poor Pitiful Pearl, though, the longer we’d be stuck here, cold and waiting. Waiting.

      “…Can’t wait to get on the road again.”

      The door creaked. Now I could see that the seam for the opening looked like just another plank. Of course the hinge would be on the outside, if this was a tool shed. Or a cell.

      “Makin’ music with my friends.”

      Now I could feel the ice-cold terror seep through Hetty, through me. We were the same in our fear, and I could not divorce my rational mind from the small cowering figure on the ground, couldn’t get myself in bed to wake up, or myself in the shed to move, to stand, to fight. What for? The monster would get me in the end. I was too young, too cold, too frightened to save myself. No one else was coming to help. My mother couldn’t hear my cries. My father couldn’t get here in time. I’d never get home, never see them again. Never. I’d die here, all alone.

      I raised my head to wail out my despair. I opened my mouth…and whinnied.

      Holy hell, I was a horse.
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      I couldn’t breathe. I was awake, but I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs. Either I was hyperventilating, or Red was standing on my chest.

      My nightshirt was soaked with fear sweat, my hair was plastered against my head in damp Medusa curls, and every muscle in my body ached, as if I’d run from that shed, wherever it was, all the way back to the safety of my bedroom.

      As soon as my throat opened enough for me to breathe and talk, and my fingers unclenched from the blanket, I picked up the phone and pushed Grant’s speed dial number. I didn’t care what time it was in England, or how busy he was, or that I was still in the dark, panting.

      “Pick up, damn it.”

      He did. There were voices in the background. I didn’t care about that either.

      “They won’t go away! It’s a baby! Hurry!”

      “Willy? You’re pregnant? Are you in pain? I thought we were careful. We’ll get married as soon as I get—”

      “Not my baby, you ass. The horses’. That’s why they’re so distressed. And we’re not getting married either way. And the baby’s terrified and in a cell and you have to get it free.” That wasn’t at all what I meant to say, or how I wanted to say it, but he caught enough.

      “Someone’s captured one of the night mares’ babies?”

      “Yes, damn it! That’s what I said. It’s a small white horse with really, really vivid emotions that carry into my dreams.”

      “Shite,” he said. Which was British stiff upper lip for we’re going down the toilet. Sometimes he said “fook” which I used to think added to his charm. Charm wasn’t going to help me now.

      Nor was his doubting my word. “Are you sure?”

      “Listen to me, Grant. I don’t lie.” Except when I said I was coming to England. “I am as sure as a nightmare can be. I dreamed it, but the baby was there, crying for its mother. And I did not do it! I never put a baby horse into my book. Never drew it, never wrote it, only the mares.”

      “Bloody hell! You visualized the mares, and that’s why they came?”

      “They came because there was an opening between our worlds. You said it yourself.” I did not want to discuss any further connection between me and the mares’ appearance, no more than I took credit for the troll showing up in Paumanok Harbor. Coincidence, only. “I never mentioned a baby!”

      “They’re called foals. Boys are colts, girls are fillies. Which is it?”

      “I don’t know! I saw it in a dream, in a lighted cell. Maybe it was a stall, now that I think about it. The poor thing is terrified.”

      “How big is it?”

      “Are you listening to me? I was dreaming, not taking measurements! I was as frightened as the baby—and as helpless! I was here, in my bed. Do you even know what that is like, for crying out loud? I doubt you’ve ever felt weak and vulnerable with no way to change anything.” I know I was sobbing, making my words run together, but he had to understand the horror for the baby, for me, for anyone else who’d shared the nightmare.

      “I’m feeling helpless right now. Willy, you have to get a hold of yourself, darling. I’m trying to understand.”

      I could hear voices in the background, laughter. That made me madder. I’d bet they were all neatly dressed, cool and collected and smelling as sweet as his mother’s frigging rose garden she was so proud of. Maybe he was in the frigging rose garden, drinking cocktails. Damn them all.

      I took a deep breath, trying for rational composure. It didn’t work. I was still crying. “I cannot get hold of myself, Grant. You said they project their emotions. Well, let me tell you, the baby did a fine job of nearly killing me. I don’t know how anyone in Paumanok Harbor could survive that!”

      “I doubt anyone but you is sensitive enough to pick up a foal’s emotions, not if the mares haven’t. They’d be at its side, otherwise. They’d find the young one in a second by following its outpourings. Maybe it’s too young to project, but you fixed on it in your dream, so the emotions came through.”

      “Maybe.” I was dreaming about Hetty from my book at first.

      “The mother and the others will find a way to get the foal out of whatever enclosure it’s in, then they’ll race home and not bother anyone.”

      “Unless the baby is injured. They might take revenge. Or if it dies. Their grief alone could send everyone on the East End into terminal depression.”

      “That won’t happen.”

      “How do you know? The mares are frantic enough just looking for the lost baby, and their frenzy is driving people crazy. If the baby is hurt…”

      “Let me think.”

      I breathed deeply into the silence. Then I fumbled for the light switch to find the box of tissues and the clock on the floor. 5:14.I calculated five hours later for England, making their time perfect for 10:00 coffee break. I heard the clink of dishes, and more laughter. My world was falling apart, and Grant’s world had their pinky fingers in the air. You’d think he would take the phone out of the room. You’d think he’d be booking a seat on the next flight if he had half an inkling of my anguish. You’d think—

      “What did you mean, we aren’t going to get married either way?”

      Now? He wanted to have this conversation now? “I don’t know. I’m just upset. The whole marriage thing is beginning to be another nightmare. It’s not like being inside a poor infant horse’s head, but it’s tearing at me.”

      “The wedding or the marriage? Be honest, Willy. Just say it.”

      “The marriage.”

      “I guess I’m sorry I asked.”

      There was another silence. This one was too fraught for my jangled nerves. “I just…I can’t…Can we talk about this after we find the baby?”

      “The foal, Willy. It’s not a baby. It’s not our baby.” The sadness in his voice was like a knife to my heart. He wanted our child. He’d thought for a minute that we were starting the family he always wanted. He’d thought that if I was pregnant, we’d rush the wedding, foiling his mother’s plans but starting our life together soon.

      “No, it is not our baby.”

      Now he sighed.

      I guess he finally realized there’d never be a baby. He was a para-linguist, after all, equally as good at interpreting what was said as what wasn’t. I always believed he was a mind reader, too, even though he never admitted it. I knew he did have some of the original Royce-Harmon truth-sensing talent. “I’m sorry.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I know. And it hurts me, too. Truly. But right now, you’re my only hope. You know more about these crazy things and the magic stuff from Unity than anyone in Paumanok Harbor. Maybe anyone in the world. You are the Department of Unexplained Events, and you’re supposed to keep us all safe from things that go bump in the night.” I was crying again, half because the dreams, the sweet dreams, were gone, and I’d done so badly at love; half because I was hurting the person who loved me, who deserved so much more from me.

      “Don’t cry, sweetheart. Please don’t. You’re killing me already.”

      “And me. And I am so afraid I can’t handle this without you, and now you won’t come.”

      “I’d come for you, whenever, wherever, if I could, forever, no matter what. You know that, Willy. I never lie.” I gulped back more tears for the guilt, for the loss. “I know.”

      “We don’t have to decide anything today. You’re upset and exhausted. You’ve got a lot on your shoulders right now. Things will look different tomorrow.”

      “They won’t. They’ll get worse if the baby dies, and you know it as well as I do. We have an expression: if Mama ain’t happy, no one’s happy. Those mares give new meaning to the old saying.”

      “I understand. And I will come as soon as I can. We’ll talk about us then, all right?”

      I did not know what more there was to say, but I murmured something he took for assent.

      “Meanwhile, is the foal sick or only frightened?”

      “It’s weak. And cold. And doesn’t like the food.”

      “How big, compared to a dog, say?”

      “Bigger than a greyhound, but nowhere near as tall as me.”

      “Let’s hope it’s weaned, or its captor is giving it mare’s milk. Otherwise, we have even less time to get to it.”

      “Why can’t it just disappear like the mares? The troll popped in and out of view whenever he wanted. The white horses seem to also.”

      “You said the foal was in a lighted room?”

      “A bare bulb hanging from the ceiling.”

      “That’s it, then. From everything I’ve heard or read, the mares only come out at night. That’s when they can vanish at will. The light might be what’s keeping it in the enclosure, which means the horsenapper is smarter than I’d like. Or maybe the youngster is simply too immature to know the trick. No one on this side of Earth is going to be able to teach it, even if you could reach it in another dream.”

      “I am never going to sleep again. I can’t bear the baby’s anguish.”

      “You have to, Willy. You have to reassure it that help is coming. It will listen, now that you’ve made the connection.”

      “I can’t!”

      “Then draw it pictures if you have to, pretty pictures, with flowers and streams. No, paint it against a dark sky, with stars, so it knows you’ll get it free. You’re the Visualizer, Willy. Show the foal there’s hope.”

      I sniffed. “I can do that.”

      “And you have to communicate with the mares somehow, too, so they know we’re looking. Tell them we are on their side.”

      “I’ve never seen them. How am I going to talk to them? I don’t know their language. You do. You’re the one who can mindspeak, not me.”

      “I don’t know if horses understand the little I’ve been able to translate. We got lucky with the troll, is all, because we had his brother with us. You can draw them pictures, too. Put them up where the mares have been spotted. Or dream about your paintings, of the horses all together again, on their way home.”

      “That might help until you get here.”

      I was really beginning to hate that silence at the other end of the line. “You’re not coming, are you?”

      “Ah, not right now. I have other commitments.”

      “Yeah, I heard the gremlins laughing. What did you do, invite them to brunch?”

      “The gremlins are all gone, as far as we can figure. We gave them a box of cell phones, for all the good the electronics will do them. They gave us some feathers we’ve never seen before.”

      “Your scientists must be thrilled.”

      “We haven’t let anyone examine the feathers yet. They might explode or something. They came from the gremlins, after all.”

      “Surely you are not involved in researching booby- trapped birds.”

      “No, but I am promised to another operation. Half the department is here now, trying to get an expedition together to go to the Himalayas. The yetis have come through the barriers, the same as your mares.”

      “Abominable snowmen? They’re real and not just legends?”

      “Now they are. And you cannot imagine what damage they can wreak. Already, whole villages have been buried in avalanches, not to mention how many mountain sheep of endangered species have been eaten. Yetis are huge, hungry beasts that can live through the most frigid temperatures.”

      I walked to the window to see the sun rise. “You’re going?”

      “We’re just waiting to clear it with the Asian divisions now. Not step on anyone’s toes, you understand.” Diplomacy and abominable snowmen in one breath. Who would have imagined two such rarities together? “If so many agents are there, why do you have to go?”

      “People here think my experience with the troll might help me talk to the intruders, get them to go home.”

      “Or get eaten.”

      “That’s not in the agency’s guidebook.”

      The sun was barely visible over the treetops. It looked like another nice day coming to Long Island, for all Sir Edmund Hillary of DUE cared. “The mares aren’t as important? Paumanok Harbor doesn’t matter?”

      Maybe the ice in my voice prepared him for what he was facing. Maybe not. “Paumanok Harbor has withstood centuries of Unexplained Events. And we both saw what the residents there can do if they work together. There’s more psychic talent concentrated in your handful of native-born residents and their kin than anywhere else in the world beyond the Institute itself. Get them organized, get them looking for the foal.”

      “Just like looking for beach glass on the shore, hmm?”

      “Paumanok Harbor isn’t anywhere as big as the Himalayas, with fewer places to hide a stolen horse. You ought to be able to find your lost lamb in the few square miles with no trouble. Then the mares will come get it and everything will be fine. Meanwhile a horse whisperer might help. Read their body language, make the right moves, anything that might keep the mares calm. Are you familiar with horses at all?”

      “I rode a pony at a friend’s birthday party. And I took a trail ride on the beach at Montauk once. The horse tripped. I walked home.”

      “Right. You draw pictures. I’ll see if we have anyone on our rosters who can come.”

      That was the best I was going to do. I couldn’t burden Grant with my worries and selfish demands anymore. “All right. I’ll try.”

      “That’s my girl. Or not.”

      I started crying again. “I do love you.”

      “Just not enough?”

      “Maybe I need you more, and I don’t want to need you. Can you understand that?”

      I blew my nose, inelegantly, I suppose, but I didn’t care.

      “I’m trying to understand the whole thing. I wish I could hold you.”

      “And I wish I could feel your strength around me.”

      “You’ll be strong enough, sweetheart. You really do have the courage of a lioness when you need it.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      I think he must have blown his nose, too. “I’ll try to change your mind when I get there. Maybe I’ll have a picture of a yeti to show you. We’re not supposed to do anything of the kind, but I’ll make an exception.”

      He sounded excited by the thought. If anything proved how unsuited to each other we were, that was it. Grant was actually looking forward to facing horrible conditions, dangerous creatures, mountains of snow that could collapse at any minute, life-and-death situations. I’d cut off my foot first.

      “Wear warm clothes,” was all I could say. “Be careful. Call when you can or send emails.”

      “You, too.”

      “It’s summer here.”

      “So wear cool clothes, those short shirts that show your belly— No, don’t wear them for anybody to see. But be careful. I miss you already.”

      Me, too.

    

  

